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The legal battles over GM crop
trials in Europe are hotting up,
reports Nigel Williams.
As another year’s harvest of trial
genetically modified crops takes
place in Europe, researchers face
sustained protest and unsympathetic
courts from those opposed to such
crops. But the British government
has restated its wish to press for
criminal charges following the latest
acquittal last month of 11 people
accused of damaging a trial crop of
GM maize in southern England last
year. 
The case is the third within the
past 12 months in which the cases
against people damaging GM crops
have been lost. All 11 people accused
denied the charge, saying they had
damaged the crop to protect the
possible ‘contamination’ of the
environment by pollen from the trial
crops. They claimed the support of
the local community, where a poll
suggested 88% of people were
opposed to the crop trial. 
This case follows the high-profile
trial of Lord Melchett, the former
head of Greenpeace, and a group of
27 other people cleared of criminal
damage at a court case last year. This
month charges of aggravated trespass
were dropped against seven
protesters who cut down and
trampled GM crops in south-west
England. 
Even when people have been
convicted of destroying GM crops,
the British legal system has shown
sympathy. Last December a judge
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told five people accused of pulling
up and bagging a crop of oilseed
rape, he accepted they honestly
believed they had a ‘positive
purpose’. They were given
conditional discharges and not
ordered to pay compensation to
Aventis, which was carrying out the
trial, or to the farmer. 
The increasing number of
acquittals has led to more protesters
acting openly and accountably,
actively seeking court cases rather
than acting covertly. But it has also
led to a situation where the state is
reluctant to prosecute, especially in
the higher courts. Protesters have
often played up the amount of
damage they have done, to have their
cases heard in the higher courts in
front of juries, while companies have
been keen to play down the damage
done, so that their cases may be
heard before magistrates whom they
believe may be less swayed by public
opinion. A tough fight for GM trials
looms.
GM trials: Acquittal of protesters who have
damaged plots of GM crops, such as oilseed
rape shown here, have led to a renewed push
by the British government to press for for
criminal charges.
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